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The eventful chapters of contemporaneous medical history in Connecticut
have not yet received the historian's scrutiny and are still only records
scattered here and there in organization archives and miscellaneous cor-
respondence. Many of us have been a part of these events and as partici-
pants are poorly qualified to place values on them. As in all history, one
must await the developing vista of time to bring out the enduring land-
marks. A view of them now, however, does identify some of the persons
whose presence on this historic way will be permanently noted, and of this
small company Herbert Thoms will surely be a member.
Medical developments fall clearly into two areas. These are the scientific
achievements, some laboratory and some clinical, and organizational
progress which furthers and improves the relationship of physicians to each
other and to their social environment.
Connecticut has been always fortunate in that its conspicuous figures in
medical science have also most frequently been leaders in its medical
societies, and Dr. Thoms has been outstanding among those who have
played this dual role. Another contributor to this volume will consider his
part in the scientific world, while here will be set down with warm appre-
ciation the many splendid things he has done for his colleagues and their
professional organizations.
It has long been customary in Connecticut for physicians to identify
themselves with the medical societies in their communities and Dr. Thoms
did this by becoming a member of the New Haven County Medical Associ-
ation in 1915 soon after he took up his residence in New Haven. From the
very beginning his spirit and interest were manifest in that Association
and only two years after becoming a member he was elected its Clerk. The
title Clerk in New Haven County is a pleasant survival of an old style;
he is in fact the Secretary of the Association, but Herbert Thoms always
insisted that he was the Clerk like his distinguished predecessors and
nothing so commonplace as a Secretary. In those days the Clerk was elected
for a term of five years and it was not until later, during the incumbency
of Dr. Thoms' successor, that the term of office was changed from five
years to one, in the belief that it was possible, perhaps with the changing
times, to elect a person that the Association did not wish to retain in this
important position for five years. This change was not suggested while Dr.
Thoms was in office. During these years from 1917 to 1922 the Association
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progressed and prospered even though it was perforce disrupted by the
withdrawal of many of its members for service in World War I. As one
looks back upon the machinery for recruiting medical officers at that time
it appears that it may not have been as well organized as- it was in a later
war, but one is also impressed that what had to be done was accomplished
with fairness and understanding. Also during these turbulent times many
projects that were later realized were thought about and the Clerk was
always in the midst of this future planning. It fell, fortunately, to the
present writer to succeed Dr. Thoms as Clerk of the New Haven County
Medical Association in 1922, when he became Vice-President. In April
1923 Thoms succeeded to the Presidency, so that during these two years
following his Clerkship he carried forward many of the ideas that he had
developed earlier. Even then it is likely that he was thinking of strengthen-
ing the structure of the county and state organizations and spreading their
usefulness, so that more than a dozen years later, when the pattern of
operation of the State Society was broadened, he was in the forefront of
that development. His activities were by no means all directed toward the
county and state organizations and while many things were going on at the
county level, Thoms was not idle in the New Haven Medical Association.
He had become interested in it through close association with John Lane,
who, as Chairman of the Program Committee of the City Association, had
done a great deal towards improving the quality of scientific material pre-
sented before the Association. Dr. Thoms succeeded Dr. Lane in this office
and carried on in the high tradition that he had established. These two,
with others, organized the now famous Beaumont Medical Club and, pat-
terned after its success and in the belief that medical undergraduates could
profit by knowledge of medical history, Thoms and other members of the
medical faculty established the Nathan Smith Club, a student organization
for the study of medicine's glorious past.
There is a strain of quiet humor in Herbert Thoms' life. It has seemed
dormant for periods of time and then it unexpectedly buds; it probably
came to its full flower in an escapade that might well be called "The Great
Hoax." We well remember the day, sitting in the Thoms' library, when the
affair was first suggested. It was too complicated for two conspirators to
perpetrate and the Puckish help required was found by conversation with
Lafayette Mendel, Milton Winternitz, and Frank Wheeler. The latter dis-
played some reluctance to join in the plot. It was really asking a good
deal of him, but the ridiculousness of it appealed to him and he finally
agreed.
Except for the omission of his part in it the best account of "The Great
Hoax" was written at the time by Dr. Thoms himself and has never been
published. With the addition of Thoms' part in it and emphasis upon the
fact that the President of the Association had no previous idea of what
it was all about, the story is now given here so that it will never be lost.
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"PROFESSOR STROMBERG'S VISIT TO NEW HAVEN
On December 15, 1923, the medical profession of New Haven received
the announcement for the next program of the City Medical Society and
were surprised and delighted to learn that Professor Gustave Stromberg
of the University of Upsala, Sweden, would address the meeting. The
announcement also stated that Doctor Stromberg was Professor of Pedi-
atrics and that he was coming to New Haven as the guest of Professor
Lafayette Mendel, through whose efforts his first appearance in America
was being made in our city.
The Secretary of the Medical Association, in honor of this event,
arranged a dinner at the Graduates Club for Doctor Stromberg. This dinner
was held on December 19th, the evening of the address. Forty members of
the medical profession were present including a goodly representation from
the Medical School. Several out-of-town guests were also there.
The Banquet Hall was appropriately decorated with the American and
Swedish flags and the guests wore formal dress for the occasion. Unfortu-
nately Doctor Mendel received word at the last moment that Professor
Stromberg had missed his train in New York and would take a later train.
The Professor therefore was unable to attend the dinner which was very
much enjoyed by those present. Following this the ensemble adjourned to
the Medical Society building. Here the largest crowd that ever attended a
meeting packed the assembly hall to its capacity. Out-of-town guests
included those from Milford, Meriden, and Hartford. The Hall was
decorated similarly to the Banquet chamber with Swedish and American
flags.
The first paper of the evening was presented by Dean Milton C.
Winternitz of the Yale Medical School on "Diadokokinesis in Pathological
Diagnosis." Dr. Winternitz presented in a masterly manner a very remark-
able case with lantern slide illustrations. He also gave the autopsy findings
in this case. It brought out in a very lucid manner the close relationship
between the Glandulae Insularis Cervicalis and calcium metabolism. This
and the fact that the patient had had fragilitas ossium as a child were
some of the unusuaj features presented. Inasmuch as a number of promi-
nent physicians in this city had seen this patient from time to time and
had made several different diagnoses, the findings of the autopsy were
listened to with great interest. Curiously these were in great contradistinc-
tion and in no way corresponded. This was made clear, however, by the
speaker when he announced that through a laboratory error the autopsy
had been performed on the wrong patient.
After the extraordinary applause had subsided Dr. Mendel received
word that his guest had just arrived from the station in a taxicab. He was
escorted by Dr. Mendel through the Assembly Hall, but it was impossible
to secure a good view of our distinguished visitor because of his great fur
coat which more or less submerged him. Professor Stromberg carried a
small hand bag and was escorted to the rear room where he removed his
overcoat.
Introductory remarks were made by Professor Mendel who drew
attention to Professor Stromberg's prominence in the medical world; he
also congratulated the New Haven Medical Association on their good for-
tune in having Professor Stromberg appear before them for his initial
American appearance. At Dr. Mendel's suggestion, as a mark of respect
and honor to the distinguished guest, the entire medical society stood while
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he was being presented. Dr. Stromberg, a tall man with dark beard and
hair, wore full dress. His bosom was adorned with a large red ribbon sug-
gesting a foreign order and in his coat lapel the ribbon of the Legion of
Honor was visible. He presented his credentials which were in the form of
a large diploma from the Fellows of Upsala University who recommended
their associate to the various medical societies in America.
The Professor made a short preliminary speech in which he explained
that his lecture would be illustrated with lantern slides. This lecture,
entitled "Some Pediatric Reminiscences" was accompanied by the slides
which he explained he had collected from the Pathological Department of
his University. He further explained that his talk had to do with a number
of interesting children who had come under his care from time to time. The
first picture showed a child of two years, dressed in an old fashioned frock
which the Professor explained would probably be changed to a "Bloomer"
if the picture were to be taken today. A subsequent slide showed a daguer-
reotype of a boy of nine years who later came to be known to us as Dr.
William H. Carmalt. So on through the lecture the childhood pictures of
the following physicians appeared on the screen: Drs. Swain, Cohane,
Cheney, Bartlett, Steele, Rand, Sperry, Gompertz, and Townshend. After
the prolonged applause which concluded this extraordinary lecture Dr.
Stromberg was presented with a loving cup by the officers of the Medical
Association for his faithful and earnest service. The cup, however, did not
bear the name of Stromberg, but was engraved with that of the Treasurer
of the Association, Dr. Frank H. Wheeler.
It took quite a little while for the atmosphere to clear after this extrava-
ganza, and its promoters, when seen together, were long suspect. None the
less Thoms and Winternitz soon had another idea, this one somewhat more
sensible. It was to establish a formal, intensive, postgraduate teaching
session for the State Medical Society that was to be called the Connecticut
Clinical Congress. Like any good thing the Congress had its vicissitudes,
and the august Council of the State Medical Society was not at first deeply
impressed by the proposal. Perhaps it followed too closely after the
Stromberg episode and there was a lack of confidence in its promoters. At
one point it appeared that if it was to be done it would have to be an enter-
prise privately underwritten and managed by its originators, without the
blessing of the State Society. Herbert Thoms was certain that it should be
a part of the Society's activities and at about this time the American Col-
lege of Surgeons was having a regional meeting in New Haven and the
Congress was discussed with some of its members, notably Chester Brown.
Finally after a period of indifference the proposal got to the Council at a
meeting held on April 6, 1925. Many distinguished physicians appeared
before the meeting and advocated the proposal and the discussion went far
into the night. This was followed by an executive session, and the record
of that meeting discloses that the Committee which had appeared before
the Council were to be permitted to appoint spokesmen to speak before the
several county associations and ascertain the reaction around the state.
Finally, after what now seems to have been a peculiar and unnecessary
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commotion, the House of Delegates voted on May 21, 1925 to accept the
proposal for the fall postgraduate teaching congress. There was still some
uncertainty as to just how the affair was to be financed, but that did not
bother Herbert Thoms and he and his Clinical Congress were on the way.
It has prospered for a quarter of a century and during those years he has
had an important part in its planning and management.
Reference has already been made to Dr. Thoms' interest in medical
history, but perhaps it would be more accurate to say the interest is in
medical biography. He exhibits no unusual curiosity about history in
general, but does have a deep regard for the people who have made medical
history. It is difficult to go on an excursion into the lives of significant
figures in American medicine and not find that Thoms has been there
before you and knows as much about them as you will ever learn.
His writings include many biographical sketches that are genuine contribu-
tions to American medical bibliography. Particularly important are his
notes on the lives of the physician signers of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence and his lengthy sketch on the life of James Gates Percival. The
latter is probably the best story of the "Mad Genius of Kensington," one
of America's most fantastic medical figures. It was this flair for writing that
brought him to membership on the Advisory Board of The Yale Journal
of Biology and Medicine when it was founded, and to the Literary Editor-
ship of the Connecticut State Medical Journal, a position that he still
holds. As such, he is responsible for the editorial policy of the State Medi-
cal Journal and many of his quiet comments on the medical scene round-
about us will long be remembered.
Two important events concerning the history of medicine in Connecticut
have occurred in recent years. They were the 150th anniversary in 1934 of
the founding of the New Haven County Medical Association and the
Sesquicentennial of the State Medical Society in 1942. The New Haven
County Association is one of the oldest extant medical societies in America,
and its original records dating from January 5, 1784 are carefully cherished
in the rare book vault of the New Haven Colony Historical Society, of
which Dr. Thoms has been an officer for many years. As might have been
expected, he played a significant part in these two never-to-be-forgotten
milestones in our history. The Executive Committee of the New Haven
County Medical Association made a proposal at the annual meeting of the
Association on April 28, 1932 that an appropriate ceremony be planned
for 1934, and a Committee, under the Chairmanship of George Blumer, was
named to lay the preliminary plans for the celebration. Dr. Thoms was a
member of that Committee. In October of 1932 the Sesquicentennial Com-
mittee reported to the Association and it was authorized to appoint special
committees to develop an appropriate program for the meeting to be held
on January 5, 1934, exactly 150 years to the day that the physicians of the
county met in the Coffee House to form their Association. Dr. Thoms
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became the Chairman of the Committee on Historical Meetings and Pub-
lications and it was this Committee that planned the historical program,
which was held in the auditorium of the Yale Law School on that date.
Dr. Thoms, with the late Dr. George H. Smith, directed the compilation
and publication of transactions of the meeting in Volume 6, No. 3 of The
Yale Journal of Biology and Medicine, January 1934. The outstanding
feature of this volume, which was reprinted and widely distributed, was the
facsimile reproduction of "Cases and Observations; by the Medical Society
of New Haven County in the State of Connecticut," printed by J. Meigs
in New Haven in 1788, and which has long been recognized as the first
volume of medical transactions in America. Dr. Thoms also contributed an
essay on "The Beginning of Medical Practice in New Haven Colony." It
was at this meeting that the ancient privilege of the Society was revived
and the degree of Doctor of Medicine honoris causa was conferred upon
Russell H. Chittenden.
The Connecticut State Medical Society celebrated its 150th anniversary
in 1942. The first meeting of the Society was held in Middletown on
October 9, 1792 and the sesquicentennial celebration was held on June 3
and 4, 1952, at Wesleyan University in Middletown.
Dr. Thoms was Vice-Chairman of the Sesquicentennial Committee and
bad the leading part in the planning of that celebration and edited the now
prized volume, The Heritage of Connecticut Medicine. The book, which
was dedicated to James Douglas Gold, the grand old man of Connecticut
medicine, was lovingly compiled by Dr. Thoms and contained nineteen
monographs on many phases of the development of the medical profession
in this state. Dr. Thoms himself contributed "Connecticut Doctors in Other
Fields" and in it he presented little known information about a number of
Connecticut physicians who were well known for accomplishments outside
of medicine: Jared Eliot, minister of the gospel, agriculturalist, metallur-
gist; Jonathan Carver, famous eighteenth century traveler; Lyman Hall,
native of Wallingford, signer of the Declaration of Independence for
Georgia; Oliver Wolcott, signer and statesman; the "Connecticut Wits"-
Elihu Hubbard Smith, Lemuel Hopkins, Mason Fitch Cogswell; and again
he referred to the fascinating Percival. In his research for this contribution
Dr. Thoms revived the memory of William Andrus Alcott, teacher and
exponent of popular knowledge of anatomy and physiology and one of the
founders of the American Physiological Society; and finally the story of
that great early naturalist, Jared Potter Kirtland. It can be said without
exaggeration that no other person, with the exception of Henry Bronson,
has made so large a contribution to Connecticut medical biography.
It is not generally known that before medicine claimed Herbert Thoms'
interest he had made an early resolve to be a professional photographer,
and as a young man was seriously interested in photography and had a
formal education in the photographic arts. Had he gone along with it, it is
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easy to believe he would have made a conspicuous achievement. As it was it
formed a background for his favorite avocation. Some people seem to be
able to produce pictures in an off-hand way with the simplest equipment,
while others, using all sorts of devices, never seem to accomplish much.
Thoms is one of the former and some of his photographs are nothing short
of remarkable. To go from photography to painting and drawing would
seem like a natural transition, but it is not often encountered, and certainly
requires a different kind of skill. Herbert Thoms did this and, although he
has never entirely forsaken photography, for many years he has found an
artistic outlet in making pictures. He has used many media-oil, water-
color, and pastel-but he is probably best known for his dry points. He has
tried etching also, but the dry points are the more successful and his prints
have been exhibited in established showings in Connecticut and elsewhere.
It would be extravagant for this artless friend to say that he is a great
artist, but at least his talents are unusual. The subjects vary-ships at sea,
buildings, birds, and vignettes of the countryside he loves so well. Some-
times his style is remindful of the bold strokes of Gordon Grant, while
again, particularly in his prints of the Gothic buildings of Yale, one finds
the delicate tracery of John Taylor Arms. Probably it is better to say that
there is a Thoms style. His prints are widely sought by his friends and are
included in many Connecticut collections.
A good deal could be added about Thoms as a fisherman whipping the
stream alone in the early spring and as a sailor with his little cat-boat in the
Thimble Islands. But most of all it should be said that he is a friend and
good companion.
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